University of Tehran

Print ISSN: 2228-5563 Religions and

Faculty of Theology
online ISSN: 2588-4816 Mysticism

and Islamic Studies

The Dominance of Theoretical Analysis over Empirical Description
Investigating ‘Over-theorization’ in the Study of New Spiritualitiy

Ahmad Shakernejad'

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Religions and Mysticism, Faculty of Theology and Religions,
Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, Iran. Email: a_shakernejad@sbu.ac.ir

Abstract

This study examines how Iranian scholars engage with the phenomenon of New
Spirituality. Using Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis method and based on fifteen semi-
structured interviews, it reconstructs and expands the main themes. The interviews are
analyzed within the theoretical framework of Lorne Dawson, distinguishing between
primary accounts (empirical descriptions) and secondary accounts (theoretical analyses).
Through this approach, the article seeks to extract qualitative patterns and themes, while
also identifying the quantitative weight of each category of themes through a
complementary method of secondary quantification. The findings indicate that the primary
themes include: (1) spiritual techniques, (2) popular concepts, (3) linguistic and media
representations, (4) hybrid lifestyles, and (5) psychological motivations. The secondary
themes consist of: (1) epistemological critique, (2) cultural analysis, (3) theological
judgment, (4) affirmative engagement, and (5) critique of methodological approaches. The
analysis, carried out by mapping the themes onto the selected theoretical framework, shows
that among Iranian scholars, secondary accounts significantly outweigh primary accounts
both quantitatively and qualitatively. This situation points to a form of “Over-theorization,”
stemming from the dominance of theological, ideological, and philosophical interpretations
over phenomenological understandings of New Spirituality. Even the available primary
accounts do not reflect the lived experience and inner narratives of adherents, but are
instead largely shaped by the external manifestations of the phenomenon.

Keywords: New Spirituality, thematic analysis, primary perception, secondary perception, over-
theorization.

Introduction

The phenomenon of New Spirituality has emerged prominently in Iran over recent decades,
attracting attention both as lived experiences and as subjects of theoretical analysis. In
international literature, studies based on field observations and «insider» perspectives differ
from critical and theoretical analyses; Laren Dawson distinguishes these differences as
«primary perceptions» versus «secondary perceptions.» This study employs thematic
analysis and secondary quantification to clarify the quantitative and qualitative relationship
between these two levels of perception among Iranian scholars and to examine whether
“over-theorization” has influenced the phenomenological understanding of this
phenomenon.

Research Findings

This research is based on 15 semi-structured interviews with professors and researchers in
the field of New Spiritualities (from Qom and Tehran). Inclusion criteria included having
at least one book and two articles, or five specialised articles in the field. The unit of
analysis consisted of meaningful statements, coded according to Dawson’s framework. To
enhance clarity, secondary quantification was applied to report the quantitative ratio of
perceptions.
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Five main themes were identified within primary perceptions: (a) spiritual techniques
(yoga, meditation, chakras, energy, law of attraction), (b) popular concepts (well-being,
mindfulness, self-empowerment), (c) linguistic and media representations (social networks,
inspirational literature), (d) hybrid lifestyles (blending traditional and Western teachings),
and (e) psychological motivations (self-therapy, pursuit of success, escape from anxiety).
Notably, many items recorded as «primary perceptions» are not direct internal narratives
of adherents but are external and generalised representations of behaviours and signs.

Within secondary perceptions, five prominent themes emerged: epistemological critique,
cultural analysis, theological judgment, constructive/localised engagement, and
methodological critique of approaches. Qualitative analysis shows that theological and
philosophical judgments were more prominent than sociological or psychological analyses.
Some primary perceptions outlined in Dawson’s framework, which did not appear in
interviews, included former members’ memories, media reports, and, most importantly,
lived experiences of adherents. Similarly, secondary perceptions showed a notable scarcity
of empirical analyses (psychological, sociological, or ethnographic).

Quantitative evidence (secondary quantification) also confirmed the dominance of
secondary over primary perceptions. Based on the count of statements across 15 interviews,
the average share of primary perceptions was approximately 41%, whereas secondary
perceptions accounted for about 59%; in some interviews (with philosophical/theological
backgrounds) , secondary perceptions reached as high as70%. Therefore, the quantitative
conclusion is that secondary perceptions are predominant among Iranian scholars.

Conclusion

This study reveals that the representation of New Spirituality in the Iranian academic
context is uneven: first, secondary perceptions quantitatively outweigh primary
perceptions; second, these secondary perceptions are primarily theological and ideological,
rather than grounded in empirical sociological or psychological analyses. Furthermore,
primary perceptions often reflect external manifestations of the phenomenon rather than
the internal narratives of adherents. This situation, which may be termed» over-
theorisation,» suggests that future research should focus on strengthening field-
based, ethnographic studies that include internal narratives (e.g., studies involving
current and former members, and media reflections) to reduce the gap between lived
experience and theoretical analysis and to reinforce evidence-based theoretical
explanations.
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5. Consumer spirituality.
6. Sheilaism.
7. The participatory turn.
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